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The black cutworm, Agrotis ipsilon
(Hufnagel) is found throughout
most of North America and
around the world. Black cutworm
(BCW) is the most destructive of
all cutworm species that attack
turfgrasses. It is considered a
major pest on golf course putting
greens and tees.

Damage to turf is caused by
feeding when the BCW is in its
larval or caterpillar (“worm”)
stage. Caterpillars clip off grass
blades and shoots with their
chewing mouth parts. Black cut-
worm caterpillars are particularly
destructive to creeping bentgrass
putting greens where their feed-
ing produces sunken pockmarks
or indentations that reduce unifor-
mity and smoothness. This dam-
age may even disrupt the roll of
the ball. 

As they feed, BCW larvae create
burrows in the thatch and soil.
When aeration holes or other cav-
ities are available, the cutworms
exploit and occupy them.

Susceptible plants
Black cutworm caterpillars feed
on most of the common cool-sea-
son turfgrass species, including
annual bluegrass, creeping bent-
grass, fine-leaf and tall fescues
and perennial ryegrass, as well
as many types of weeds. BCW
thrives on creeping bentgrass
and non-endophyte-enhanced
perennial ryegrass. Although
BCW does feed on Kentucky
bluegrass, its ability to develop
and survive on this grass species
is poor.

Life cycle
In Wisconsin, there are typically
three annual BCW generations.
Because the BCW has difficulty
surviving at subfreezing tempera-
tures, it is unable to overwinter in
Wisconsin. Spring infestations
begin with the arrival of migratory
adults that make their way from
southern states via the jet stream.

Adults commonly start arriving in
late April to early May, and sub-
sequent first generation caterpil-
lar damage appears in late May
to early June. Damage from the
second generation shows up on
putting greens from early–late
July, and damage from the third
generation BCW appears in late
summer (August–September). 
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Black cutworm larva burrowing into
turf and resulting damage

Black cutworm adult



Larvae in a range of sizes may
be present at any given time
since adult emergence and sub-
sequent egg-laying tends to be
spread out over the growing sea-
son. Adult BCW moths are active
from dusk into the night, and they
do not cause damage to the turf.

Mating occurs immediately after
adults emerge: thereafter,
females lay as many as
1200–1600 eggs over 5–10 days. 

BCW eggs are attached to the
tips of grass blades. They usually
hatch in 3–6 days, depending on
temperature. Young larvae then
begin feeding on leaf blades. As
caterpillars grow and mature,
older larvae develop burrows in
the thatch and soil.

Because BCW caterpillars are
nocturnal, they hide in burrows
during the day and venture forth
at night to feed. Caterpillars go
through six molts (life states),
maturing in 20–40 days. Young
larvae do not cause significant
damage, but larger ones are
highly destructive. Pupation or
transformation into the adult
stage occurs within the soil pro-
file and the adult moth typically
emerges two weeks later.

Monitoring and sampling
BCW moths can be monitored
with commercial pheromone
traps containing a synthetic
female sex attractant. However,
trap catches are not necessarily
a good predictor of infestation
levels on golf courses. Traps can
be used as an informational tool
to plan for sampling of
BCW larvae. 

The most effective way to sample
BCW larvae on putting greens
and tees is to use a soap disclos-
ing solution. Soap flushing can
confirm the presence of BCW
and determine the size range of

larvae, as well as the effective-
ness of a control application. 

Test for BCW larvae using one
ounce or two tablespoons of
lemon-scented liquid dishwash-
ing detergent in two gallons of
water. Pour or apply it with a
sprinkling can over one square
yard of turf and allow it to soak
into the thatch and soil. If they
are present, medium to large
BCW caterpillars will surface
within 3–5 minutes. This sampling
method also works for army-
worms, billbug adults, black turf-
grass ataenius (BTA) adults,
earthworms and sod webworms.
Other types of liquid detergents
may be effective, but test them to
make sure they will not burn the
turf. 

Control
Research suggests that daily
mowing and clipping removes
most BCW eggs from creeping
bentgrass putting greens.
Subsequent eggs in clipping col-
lections can survive the mechani-
cal mowing process. BCW cater-
pillars are capable of crawling 60
feet or more in a single night;
therefore, clippings collected
from putting greens should be
discarded a considerable dis-
tance away from putting greens
and tees to reduce reinfestations.

BCW cannot survive on Kentucky
bluegrass. It may be advanta-
geous to establish mono-stands
of Kentucky bluegrass in the
peripheral area surrounding put-
ting greens and tees. If surround-
ing areas around greens and
tees consist of perennial ryegrass
or tall fescue, consider treating a
20–30 foot buffer zone with a
conventional insecticide to pre-
vent BCW larvae from crawling to
and infesting putting greens and
tees.

When BCW larval populations
reach an unacceptable level or
threshold, turfgrass managers
can choose among many control
products. Traditionally, convention-
al insecticides such as carba-
mates, organophosphates and
synthetic pyrethroids have been
used. However, two relatively new
types of insecticides, halofenozide
(MACH 2®), an insect growth reg-
ulator (IGR) and spinosad
(Conserve SC®), a bacterial-
based insecticide, are available. 

All of these products provide
effective control when applied at
the right time and according to
label guidelines. Liquid formula-
tions generally perform better
than granules. Since BCW larvae
are foliage feeders, it is critical to
withhold irrigation for a minimum
of 24 hours after application to
keep residues on the foliage.
Additionally, it is best to apply
treatments late in the day or early
evening to ensure that night-feed-
ing caterpillars make contact with
viable residues. This also
reduces golfers’ potential expo-
sure to control products. Morning
and early afternoon applications
may be less effective because
most insecticides lose activity
due to photodegradation and
volitalization.

Biological insecticides may also
provide effective control of BCW.
Entomopathogenic (insect para-
sitic) nematodes are fairly effec-
tive, but several specific condi-
tions must be met before suitable
control can be achieved.

Microbial insecticides containing
Bacillus thuringiensis (Bt) are
also labeled for BCW control.
These products provide control of
small or young (first and second
instar) caterpillars, and they are
considerably less effective
against older or larger larvae.
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Azadirachtin, a natural botanical
insecticide, acts as an insect growth
regulator that disrupts an insect’s nor-
mal molting (growth) process. This
product provides some control when
applied to small larvae, but performs
poorly against larger larvae.

For pesticide recommendations, see
the University of Wisconsin–Extension
publication Managing Turfgrass Pests
in Wisconsin (A3714) or contact your
county Extension agent.

GARDEN FACTS
U n i v e r s i t y  o f  W i s c o n s i n – E x t e n s i o n


